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Artist Statement
In my work, I strive to expose truths about distorted narratives in historical fiction. I do so in a
nonlinear fashion. This investigation can take on many forms, but often presents itself as an
multifaceted presentation–– one that requires deep research, and then comes alive, in spaces,
kinesthetic, static, and otherwise. As a creator, I am interested in defying disciplinary categories
in order to explore the unbounded field of performance, and its unparalleled potential for
relevance. I create through calculated preparation, an embrace of spontaneity, and sheer force of
will. I collaborate deeply, learn from others, and respond accordingly. What emerges is always
unknown, but meaningful and intriguing to me.
“Impressions on the American Cowboy” seeks to consider, expose, and investigate the symbol of
the cowboy in our culture–– in all of its twisted romance. After reflecting on my personal
experiences as well as various historical texts and works of western fiction, I set out to make my
own western-themed work. My intention is to comment and explore the so-called “man problem”
across disciplines in live performed time and space. This work attempts to think critically about
how and why cowboy culture has persisted, and to delve into this particular and troubling
projection of masculine consciousness.
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End Of The Trail was performed from December 9-11, 2021 at The Fisher Center for the
Performing Arts, Annandale-on-Hudson, NY.
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Ghost Town was performed from May 12-14, 2022 at the Fisher Center for the Performing Arts,
Annandale-on-Hudson, NY and May 21, 2022, at Studio H, Gibney Dance, 280 Broadway, New
York, NY.
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Textual Score For The Parallax Solos:

Tim Finnegan’s Wake Phrase

Corpse pose–– arms bound up in fists–– open hands gingerly 3 times–– fists again–– arms
down–– right arm to hip–– back out–– back up–– fingers again–– right arm to hip–– back out––
back up-– fingers again–– back down–– hands open–– face right–– pull hair and elevate with
each breath–– sit up, still–– right arm, left diagonal, handshake–– finger gun straight forward––
hug self–– push weight over–– go to tabletop–– crawl, straight til downstage, then left three
times–– same arm, same leg walk low–– pivot, and face forward–– mount saddle, stay for a
moment–– dismount saddle, right leg first–– stylized walk (9 paces), one foot in front, other
drags behind–– strike drink with left hand pose–– turn back slightly to the left with eyes and a
little head–– diagonal heel to toe (5x)–– smaller, heel to arch (7x)–– jump, arms up (ref.
Remington 306)–– get dressed–– shirt on and buttoned–– hat on, shirt tucked, belt-buckle
fastened.

Barrel Riding Contact Instructions

Buck each other off… [for every action, several equal and opposite reactions are possible].

Tie any three of your opponent’s legs together without undue roughness.

Stay in one place for eight seconds without getting bucked off…
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1) Make a clean horn catch around both horns
2) A neck catch around the neck
3) A half-head catch around the neck and one horn

Put nose in the crook of your left arm.

Falling With Arm Up Phrase

Left arm straight up–– take 5 steps to the left––
Right arm straight up–– take 5 steps to the right––
Left arm straight up–– take 5 steps to the left––
Right arm out, run in semicircle to the right 13 steps.

Right arm straight up–– fall five steps to the right
Left arm straight up–– fall five steps to the left
Right arm straight up–– fall five steps to the right
Right arm out, run in semicircle to the right 7 steps.

Gun Stroll Circle
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Place right hand up with elbow bent, with the pointer finger and thumb as a finger gun, and the
other three fingers stuck together facing upwards–– bend left elbow, and shoot arm straight out,
fingers loose–– assume a wide open stance with the legs–– stroll in a clockwise direction in a big
circle, dragging left over a more bound right foot–– on the first drag, put the left hand inside the
gap between your finger gun and other right hand fingers, as if you’re cutting your left hand with
scissors–– alternate between this and the open position with each step–– increase speed slightly
with every step until you reach a peak, then stop.

Rodeoing The Horse Phrase

Jump with right hand cocked back, left hand in a fist in front of belt buckle–– land on ball of
foot–– shift right hand to a fist behind torso–– jump again, landing on the balls of the feet, falling
forward–– catch with two steps, right leg up mounting–– arms out, following gravity–– take four
steps and send bent right leg up again, facing the opposite way–– repeat this four times.

Smashing The Bottle Phrase

Go on a diagonal–– place inside of right foot toward diagonal you’re facing–– raise left leg,
parallel and in front of right foot–– pull torso back, and right shoulder down–– tense right hand
as if you’re holding a bottle–– jump, and land on right foot first, then right, in a wide stance––
pull arm down, right hand clapping the floor–– in arched position, keep right hand close to floor,
and walk three steps forward in a bound fashion (left, right, left).
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Blood From Wrist Phrase

Mount a diagonal, facing upstage–– run 10 heavy steps toward an upstage corner, increasing
speed as you go–– walk downstage on a new diagonal, an acute angle away from the original
(15°-20° or so)–– start slapping the skin between your right thumb and pointer finger with the
middle of your left hand–– do this for a moment while dragging your left foot in front of your
right and walking sideways on the diagonal–– then slap right hand and send it straight out
again–– then, turn upstage, stop moving with two staccato footfalls, and put palms up.

Joyce Seated/Standing Phrase

This can be done from standing, or from sitting.

Palms up–– turn out legs–– brush thighs past knees–– hands on thighs, parallel feet–– head
down–– hands to knees.

Showing The Hand Phrase

Open into a bow legged position–– tiptoe around the center circle slowly, with your right arm up
and slightly bent, while tensing and curving your right hand–– get someone else to hold up your
right hand, and have them walk the path with you a while.
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End Of The Trail Music Annotation
In the first piece, entitled “Ridin’ The Range” (E major, 4/4, 240 BPM), I wanted to
evoke the rhythms of a train. In doing so, I wanted to match my entrance in the dance, which was
based on the path of the Old Spanish Trail in the American southwest, in order to establish the
so-called figurative lone prairie, and the literal maps and routes associated with its colonial and
indigenous histories. In order to create this effect, I had the acoustic guitar play a repeated four
bar pattern over the root and third scale degree in between the melody, and have that match up
with the “boom-chick” backbeat of the drums played with brushes, and the root and the fifth
scale degrees alternating in the bass–– all at a very fast tempo, to emulate a speeding train.
Harmonically, I wanted to create an expanded 32-bar form based on a major blues with
heavy I-IV movement in the first sixteen bars, with sparse melodic moves carried by the
reverb-affected electric guitar, and including a flattened seventh over the A6 chord in bar 15, an
accidental which Hoagy Carmichael claimed to make him “tingle,” and Antonín Dvořák used
heavily in the fourth movement of his New World, after claiming “in the negro melodies of
America I find all that is needed for a great and noble school of music.” I then followed this
pattern of flattening with four bars of the vi chord and four bars of the ii chord, in order to further
minorize the developing of the prairie, or evoke the messiness and supposedly exotic qualities
historically attributed by white American composers to African-American musical expressions,
paired with a largely descending melody. Finally, I built tension to resolve back to the beginning
with the V7 chord, and the melody in a smaller, scalar descension, before ascending again to
repeat.
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Then, I wanted to slow down the train and the prestissimo tempo to near silence, to signal
the landing of the cowboy, or proverbial man, on the prairie. As the slow down happened, I had
the pattern shift sequentially from an alternating E major chord to E/G to an alternating E minor
chord to Em/F# in the acoustic guitar and bass, to spell out the key signature of the second piece,
and shift from major to minor, while the drums switched to spare mallet rolls on the ride cymbal,
evoking the wind. The electric guitar utilized the slowdown to affect its signal with overdrive, or
light distortion, and then spell out the chords of the second piece.
The second piece, “Lonesome Soul” (E minor, 6/8, 152 BPM), starts in the second
section of the dance, just before the dice start to roll, and the cowboy goes inside the fence for
the first time. Here, I wanted to play on tropes of the “closing” or “fencing” of the western
frontier, or in other words, the restriction of once unchecked masculine authority. To do so
harmonically, I wanted to have two sections: the A section, which repeats the “Andalusian
Cadence” incessantly (i-VII-VI-V), and the B section, which alternates between the iv and III
chords, until pivoting back to the A section with a E dominant 7 chord, referencing the
major/minor movement in between pieces. I also chose this piece to be in 6/8, that metrical
change representing a shift from rhythm of a train, to the slowed gallop of a horse–– while also
trying to evoke, in a manipulated way, the rhythm of a jig or a polka, as Irish and Polish folk
musics have been rewritten time and again into “cowboy” music.
In terms of the melody, I wanted the electric guitar to wail here, with the signal being
affected first by overdrive and reverb, and later supplemented by literal distortion, in the same
pedal as the overdrive (Truetone’s “Jekyll and Hyde”). I also wanted this piece to have elements
of modal interchange–– the melody over the i chord fits in the phrygian, natural minor, and
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harmonic minor modes, over the VII chord, natural minor, the VI chord, natural minor, and the V
chord, harmonic minor-– while also coming up against the limitations of the mostly triadic,
incessantly repetitive chord changes. In that, I wanted to craft the illusion of movement in going
from mode to mode and back again with the electric guitar, especially within the 96-bar solo, yet,
in doing so, echo and amplify the “fencing” going on in the dance. Dynamically, I wanted to
create a gradual build to a peak, with all three effects on the electric at a high level, and the gain
on the amplifier turned up, while the drums do thunderous tom hits to evoke the sounds of
gunshots, and the bass and acoustic guitar play hard rhythm. I wanted the electric to become the
“lonesome soul,” or fantasy man of the imagined prairie, crying out for help to no one,
articulating the repressed emotionality of “rough men.”
Finally, once all four dancers enter the fence, and the “open range” is squashed, the
overdrive and distortion die out, the acoustic guitar stops, the drums quiet down to nothing. All
that is left is bass and electric, lightly affected by spring reverb and nothing else, turned down,
outlining the chords of the barely moving, squarely natural minor B-section. The wailing is
returned to the dancers through jagged, spoken text, and the coming here acts as a light frame to
the betrayal of the work’s ending.
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Ghost Town Music Annotation
This semester, similar to considering Dvořák’s 1893 statement about American music, I
sought to question and consider former secretary of state and ad-hoc historian Foster Dulles’s
comment about cowboy music: “Whenever a puncher from another outfit drifted into camp, he
was expected to sing any new song he knew, or additional stanzas for an old one. Plaintive love
songs, sentimental ditties, and sorrowful dirges grew into a balladry of the plains which has
taken its place as one of the most distinctive forms of American folk-song.” (Dulles, America
Learns To Play, 175).
In response, I wanted to reflect and draw light on the plurality and transformations of the
musical west through sparse instrumentation, isolated melodies, and uneven repetition. I wanted
to evoke a ghostly quality, to not only reflect the choreographic waking up at the beginning of
the piece, but the enduring ghost that is the fantasy of western fiction which has persisted in the
130 years following the so-called closing of the “open range.”
This curatorial choice is mainly expressed through the solo fiddle–– sixteen minutes,
starting with a straight, single drone tone (a G, the first scale degree), moving to two tones (G
with a C, a perfect fourth above), and then morphing into tunes, eventually supported by
harmony at the end of the piece. I wanted this drone, while tonal, to assert a rhythmic
underpinning for the melodies to come.
To reflect these choices, and give all three performers freedom of movement, I wanted to
work out these questions of the post-range west without literal or metaphorical fencing. I chose
to have three aerial shotgun microphones above downstage left, as well as some center stage, so
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that the fiddle throughout, and later the guitar and the piano, could be heard through the speaker
system without being tied up by cables or another kind of restrictive technology.
The cycle of tunes begins with my “What If I Were Beautiful?,” works through “Streets
of Laredo,” “Home On The Range,” “Red River Valley,” “Faded Love,” my “Knocking On
Wood,” and then returns to “What If I Were Beautiful?,” with the harmonic support of the piano
and bottleneck guitar. I chose to base the whole piece in the key of G major, in order to put it in
relation to last semester’s E minor ending with “Lonesome Soul.” That said, similar to last
semester, these tunes can go on modal runs–– “Red River Valley” is virtually all in G
Mixolydian, the B-section of “What If I Were Beautiful?” is set in the related D Mixolydian,
offering a repetitive, lyrical build in the mode my old guitar teacher called “the fiddle tune key.”
I chose the four folk songs to each represent a different point of view. “The Streets Of
Laredo” being an Irish street ballad, “Home On The Range,” a frontier song, “Red River Valley,”
a piece of Métis balladry, and “Faded Love,” a fiddle tune turned jazz standard.
I wanted to put the tunes in a reverse chronology, where they travel back in time, yet into
a deeper, more evocative territory.
“The Streets Of Laredo” is a version of traditional Irish folk ballad entitled “The
Unfortunate Lad.” In the original version, the main character is a young man who is dying
because of an unknown “affliction of the heart,” or venereal disease. In the western version, the
lad becomes a cowboy who walks the streets of Laredo, Texas, yet gets “shot in the breast,” and
in turn, must die.
“Home On The Range” is a frontier song composed by Indiana-born Daniel E. Kelley
circa 1871. Though he composed the tune after moving to Kansas, many versions of the song
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ensued, and it quickly became a melody with many subtle variations, and a narrative embraced
by cowboys all over the southwest.
Though written by a French-speaking Métis woman around the Red River Rebellion of
1869-70 in Canada, “Red River Valley” traveled through the Canadian provinces, and made its
way to the Red River of the South soon after. Working cowboys picked it up as a song of the
lonesome trail, and in 1925, a version entitled “Cowboy Love Song” was recorded. The ending is
regendered: “Come and sit by my side if you love me/ Do not hasten to bid me adieu/ but
remember the Red River Valley/ and the cowboy who loved you so true.” The framework of the
musical west is both pushed and exposed here, with syncretic indigenous expressions central to
Dulles’s theoretically cowboy-generated balladry.
Finally, “Faded Love” was “King of Western Swing” Bob Wills' redoing of the 1856
abolitionist ballad entitled “Darling Nelly Gray” composed by Ohio pastor Benjamin Hanby.
Though “Darling Nelly Gray” was performed in the 19th century, it did not find fame until Louis
Armstrong and The Mills Brothers rearranged and recorded it in 1937. Their re-harmonization,
and Armstrong’s subsequent solo scatting for the last 12 bars offer a depth of solo expression
outside of mere transplanted folk tunes, yet one that exists firmly within a spare, ghost-like mold.
In my rendering of these tunes with mine, I wanted to craft the tempo and meter changes
carefully. “What If I Were Beautiful?” is the slowest piece, at 100 BPM, which is the beginning
and ending, in 3/4 time. When “Streets Of Laredo” begins, the tempo speeds up to 120 BPM,
then stays there for “Home On The Range”, to reflect the illusion of life in the choreography, all
the while staying in 3/4 time for the contact improvisation section, and the beginning of the
parallax solos. Once the solos begin to build intensity and a sense of individuality, I wanted to
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speed up the tempo to 160 BPM with “Red River Valley”, and change the meter to 4/4, then cut
it to 80 BPM, and make the melodies even more lonesome by presenting “Faded Love” and
“Knocking On Wood” with pizzicato variations, as the tempo creeps back up to 120 BPM, then
160 BPM.
When the sixteen minutes of choreography end, “What If I Were Beautiful?” returns,
starting solo, with the tempo eased back again, as if all the motion of the piece was mere illusion.
Piano and bottleneck guitar offer chords, the dead space collapses, and the directional
microphones close off the rest of the stage.
Once the sun sets on the cowboys, highlighted by stage lighting, I wanted to musically
mirror the upstage walk toward some sort of reality, in an otherwise barren, reaching, fictional
landscape. As the performers turn their back on the audience and leave nostalgia behind,
traveling somewhere and nowhere, all that is left is harmony–– picked chords on the acoustic
guitar: untethered, disembodied instruments facing a live audience.
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Don’t Fence Me In
Oh give me land, lots of land, under starry skies above/ Don’t fence me in/ Let me ride through
the wide open country that I love/ Don’t fence me in.
Once nervous men were sent west to become men again. Their nerves were treated by the wide
open countryside.
The affliction had many symptoms. Premature balding, nearsightedness, inebriety, depression or
a dandyish love of clothes were all considered suspect and might require the western cure.
Untreated, they could lead to brain collapse or a total nervous breakdown.
In his early twenties, Owen Wister was sent west by his physician cousin. Wister had been
teetering on the edge of nervous breakdown ever since his father had rejected his desire to
become a composer. A century later, he would be known as the man who pioneered western
fiction with his book The Virginian: Horseman of the Plains.
Then there was Theodore Roosevelt. Originally known as a pious “Jane Dandy” with a
high-pitched, aristocratic accent, he worked hard to change his image after a humiliating defeat
in the 1884 presidential election. In the subsequent years, after a similar diagnosis to Wister, he
was said to “wield the weapons of the west”. He was sent west in the hope that strenuous
exercise and open space would make a proper man out of him. At night, next to the campfire, he
would read Tolstoy aloud, to induce sleep.
The condition these men like Roosevelt and Wister were diagnosed with was called neurasthenia.
The air of big, eastern cities was thought to be all too virulent. To go west was to cleanse the
mind and body.
Apart from singing, evenings afforded little entertainment. Night after night, for weeks and
months on end, the same little group of men sat about trying to kill time. They knew each other
far too well––every idea, every trick of language, every irritating peculiarity––to get much
pleasure from their own company. –– Foster Dulles
Descended from the vaqueros of the Spanish colonial world, the job of the American cowboy
was to tend and raise longhorns, and later, bring herds of cattle to market. Lots of lonely hours
and mingling with other laboring men.
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These sort of men used to imagine themselves as knights. My friends called themselves fantasy
men.
★
My own cowboy story starts with me alone in a room with two strangers, on the bottom rung of a
bunk bed, in what seemed like the middle of the woods.
Here, there were no distractions, and only the terrifying noises of crickets and frogs outside, and
my lightly snoring roommates.
I was so tired my vision was blurred.
The next afternoon, I saw a smiling, hunched guy with crooked teeth and shoulder length blonde
hair. He was locked into an introduction with a girl.
Once she left, I headed straight towards him and said hello.
“Yes. And you must be Jude.”
“Hah. Yeah, that’s me. I’ve heard so many great things about you. How’s it going?”
“So scary dude. Honestly. It’s been like one-third complete I want mommy get me out of here
type anxiety, one-third I’m shaking and can’t sleep, and one-third this is actually maybe okay.”
And so it began. I was desperate for any semblance of comfort. Tex could help get me through.
“God, me too. I didn’t sleep at all last night.”
“Oh, dude, that’s the worst. I’m so sorry.”
That evening, I sent Tex a sentimental text about how it was so great to meet him, how he
seemed like one of my kind, and that we would look after each other in this new world. He loved
my message. I turned Cole Porter on, and slept like a baby.
★
Though written for an unfinished Hollywood film, the individualist spirit of “Don’t Fence Me
In” kept it relevant. Cole Porter imagined a land of “starry skies above” in the “wide open
country that I love.” Another dreamer, looking for the western cure.
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Soon after Tex and I met Daniel, another New York boy looking for something in the country.
Tex and I took him in. One day he suggested the fantasy men go fishing. He had surveyed a spot
near the river with a high rock. No one had a rod, but we had a borrowed car.
“Do we need bait?” Daniel said.
“Do we think we’re gonna catch anything?” I said.
“I don’t know. Bait could be good. But also we might just want to try our luck first, and then
figure out what we need as we go.” Tex said.
Daniel said: “Let’s go check out the rifles.”
Tex said: “Wait, Daniel, no. If we wanna fish, we gotta go soon, cause we’re gonna lose the light
otherwise.”
Daniel said: “Yeah, good point. Let’s move it gang. I think we just need a rod.”
I said: “Tex, you know how to fish right?”
Tex said: “Yeah, of course. I used to go on Long Island sometimes.” He smiled and mimed the
gesture of casting a rod.
“Really?”
Tex got serious all of a sudden. His face turned red: “I’m not great, but I can. My dad was a big
fisherman back in college. My grandpa, too, I think.”
“Well, you’re a third generation fisherman then, right?”
Tex chuckled but it was masked in a sigh. With a total veneer of sincerity, he replied: “I sure
am.”
We drove back to Daniel’s spot from the fishing shop as the sun was beginning to fade. Daniel
and Tex smoked in the front seats. Tex liked to put out his cigarette on the car seats, which came
to be his calling card of sorts.
There was a lumbering quality to our three walks, and a stylized tension in every reach for a step.
There was a weight on each side of our hips, and boots were mandatory.
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We waddled down towards the rock, and once we got there, found places in the dirt to lounge.
The sun sat on the horizon.
Tex went first. I thought he had good form. Fishing suited his angular spine, and he looked at
ease casting a rod. He stood at the rock for five minutes. He cast and cast again, upwards of ten
times. The bait kept hitting a shallow eddy of the river, about two feet deep.
“Dang. Nothing’s taking right now.”
Daniel went, and copied Tex’s form with confidence. The length of the rod was about the same
as his height, and he looked like a child from behind. He couldn’t get the bait in the water. The
line kept getting jammed.
Tex chimed in: “Daniel, come on. You gotta throw it sort of from the side of you. Give it a good
push, buddy.”
He ended up swinging it like a baseball bat with no finesse, the sharp bait coming within inches
of my resting face.
“Hey, watch it!” I stood up all of a sudden and took the rod from Daniel.
“Sorry.”
“Be careful!”
Tex chimed in again: “Hey. Jude. Calm down, there’s nothing to be worried about.”
I went to the spot, pulled the rod over my left shoulder as if I were wielding an ax, and tried to
cast it. The line jammed, and the bait landed on the rock, a foot in front of me.
Tex was smoking and smiling at me.
“What? I sucked.”
“Yeah, you sure did. Don’t go ripping things out of people’s hands.”
I was hurt, and gave in despite my indignance: “Okay, yeah, I’m sorry.”
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“It’s okay, god. Just don’t do it again. You can’t do that.”
“I know.”
I wanted to cry, but I was well-conditioned. The tears turned into a barely audible sequence of
sighs. Tex stared into the dying sunset and flicked ash off of his cigarette. Daniel chucked a stone
down into the eddy. Only a sliver of orange light in the distance illuminated us. We ended up
dropping rocks from height, comparing the height of the splash, until it was dark.
Men without women became touchy and quarrelsome. Long hard hours in the saddle, a
monotonous diet of miserably cooked canned goods, made for frayed nerves and a readiness to
take offense which often left the atmosphere electric. –– Foster Dulles
★
My first foray at a cure had been talk therapy when I was seven. My parents got a
recommendation for an award-winning child therapist on the Upper West Side. Once I got in his
office, it was nothing like I expected. I was crying because my dad and mom were on the other
side of the wall at first, but by the end of the hour-long session, the therapist and I had made
drawings of my feelings and talked about what I was scared of (dying).
I was worried that I wasn’t worth the amount of money that the bill set my dad back, and I
became determined to make sure every session felt directly related to fixing.
When I could get my dad’s undramatic attention, I rarely had a more imaginative playmate. His
experience as an actor helped.
“Now up to bat number 37, a handsome young man and first baseman for the New Mexeeco
Mares, Mr. Duffy Jones!”
I felt comfortable in motion, and my dad’s booming voice and vivid imagination was the catalyst
of my therapeutic game. We kept a map on the imaginary foul line.
“Yeah, Dallas was interesting. Hot and dry, and kind of suburban. I remember being on tour
there.”
“Do you think I’d like it?”
“Maybe. It’s super hot. But come to think of it, you might really like it.”
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“Yeah?”
“Yep. I’m serious.”
I snuggled his armpit. My imagination ran wild with images of the Alamo and dust swirling
around it and my dad walking into a suburban mall, wearing a sun hat.
“But where I really want to go is New Mexeeco. I’ve never been, but it’s always had a special
allure for me.”
“Maybe we can go there together, wouldn’t that be cool?”
“I wish I could take you on trips and buy you anything you wanted. And then we could stay in a
hotel with nice air conditioning.”
★
While I had childhood visions of the west, as time went on, many more layered over it.
Sometimes, I think back to the western I saw the first time I watched a movie with Josie. Tex
told Daniel and I about it.
“You guys gotta come to the screening tonight. It’s gonna be so sick. They’re showing Red River
on 35 millimeter. You’ll never see it this way again.”
I had the best seat in the house. Up high, next to Josie, our elbows touching all night. We
carefully examined not only the dust-kicking and father-son duels on screen, but also, the
palpable excitement of our cowboys six rows down. Tex and Daniel cheered when John Wayne
and Montgomery Clift quelled the stampede with their six-shooters.
After the movie, Daniel was going on, while scarfing down chicken tenders: “Hawks is maybe
not at his very best here, but he’s working from a strong point of view. The dynamic between
Dunson and Matt Garth speaks volumes about the durability of bonds and male friendship.”
Tex replied and nodded, and after taking a long drag of his cigarette, said: “Totally agreed about
that second point. The tension between them I think is reflected in both the brutality of the cattle
drives, and the savagery of the Indians. Not a perfect film, but a B plus Western for sure. Men
have to fight to show their love sometimes.”
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“Amen to that.” Daniel had been trying out Christianity from time to time, after watching The
Night Of The Hunter.
I felt Josie and I communicated best through body language. We would nudge each other’s legs
under the table when things seemed problematic, or irked either of us.
This time, she jumped into Tex and Daniel’s endless banter: “You know, the whole thing is that
Tess, who John Wayne and Montgomery Clift come striding in to save in the face of danger in
the form of so-called ‘savages’, which, by the way, is such an outdated term, saves them from
their own foolishness and repression at the end. She stops them from fighting, and then of course
has to marry Montgomery Clift because Howard Hawks has to make the girl fall for the young
leading man as always.”
Tex was staring at Josie, ignoring me. His long chin drooped with anger as he blew smoke rings.
“If that’s how you feel, Josie, maybe these movies aren’t for you, huh. Maybe you don’t get it.”
“Maybe you should keep your limp dick opinions to yourself.”
Tex threw his cigarette to the ground, stepped on it, and rolled his eyes. He pointed his fingers in
the direction of his dorm.
“We’re outta here. Jude, you coming?”
I trembled. Josie had started to cry and to walk away, towards the woods, alone.
“No. I gotta stick around.”
“Well, okay. But don’t come crying back to us later.”
“They just have a way about them, you know, I tried to be friends with him, and he just shut it
down.”
“I’m trying to figure it all out for myself, too. But what I do know is that I like you, and I’m so
here for you.”
She stared at me, trying to make sense of my face, of my mouth.
“You’re so sweet.”
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“Of course. I mean it.”
“Come here.”
She waited for me to come toward her with open arms. She kissed my lips softly. We lay down
close in the grass, and gazed at the stars and tried to connect the dots. We existed in our own
astral plane.

The Cattle Call
He’s brown as a berry from ridin’ the prairie/ And he sings with an ol’ western drawl/
Ooh-ooh-ooh-doo-di-di/ Singin’ his cattle call.
What cattle made up a herd in any given year was up to chance. Wranglers would hang around
the rivers cutting through the southwest, such as the Pecos, the Canadian, and the Rio Grande,
and then capture and brand steers as they were quenching their thirst.
Roosevelt would continue to push frenetically for success… shoot game and live the strenuous
outdoor life whenever possible, get sick and build himself up, find and accept challenges to his
physical prowess and endurance. –– Tom Lutz
Wrestleville wasn’t only a game, however, it was a place too: my parents' red queen sized bed. It
was so high for me that I had to be carried up into it. It felt like an arena once I got up there, and
I pretended the lights from the buildings outside were distant stage lights, shining down on us.
“Oh what a play! He’s got him down, on the ropes, ready to strike, and there he goes! Oh!”
“I’m sorry, Judey, did I hurt you?”
“Yes!”
“I won’t do it again, I promise, I’m sorry.”
“I love you, Daddy.”
“I love you, Judey.”
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Whenever he said “sorry” a second time in the throes of a dramatic apology, he sounded like an
opera singer ornamenting a phrase.
I instantly forgave him for any bad feeling induced during the game. I was warm and wanted to
fall asleep in his arms.
★
Whenever a puncher from another outfit drifted into camp, he was expected to sing any new song
he knew, or additional stanzas for an old one. Plaintive love songs, sentimental ditties, and
sorrowful dirges grew into a balladry of the plains which has taken its place as one of the most
distinctive forms of American folk-song. –– Foster Dulles
My mom had more than encouraged me to audition every year. My high school guidance
counselor, someone who I always felt had my back, told my best friend, Jack, and I that we
would be “missing out” if we didn’t do the play.
That year, however, my dad stopped directing plays.
His graduate school mentor used to call him a “master.”
We would all make the piece together, under their leadership.
Fanny stepped in: “Yes, so while this is not a play so-to-speak, it will be equally, if not more
rigorous. Meaning, you have to show up on time and give your all every time you are called.
And, because we don’t have a script, you can’t just fuck around the whole time.”
“Thank you for that introduction, Fanny. So, there was Orpheus, a great man who was extremely
good at playing the lyre: in short, someone who was able to put a trance on anyone he came near
with his beautiful instrument. So as the story goes, Orpheus meets Eurydice in the wisteria bush
and falls in love with her at first sight. A very human event that all of you can relate to I’m sure.
But then, a spurned suitor of Orpheus’s, an actor in the Greek theater, doesn’t approve. So, she
kills Eurydice.”
“Orpheus makes a deal with Hades: if he can perfect a dance with Eurydice, traveling to the ends
of the Earth without looking at her, he can have her back.”
“In the end, he fails. He turns around at the last second before he can have her back, and is
condemned to drift forever. But children, what is beautiful about this story is the everlasting tale
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of true love, and that’s what makes the heartbreak so devastating. So, we will need a troupe of
dancers, actors to play Orpheus and Eurydice, nymphs, musicians, writers, translators, and
more!”
He would say to me about my contributions: “Oh that’s nice, but it’s not really gonna work here.
We need something else for the nymphs,” or “Yeah, I love it. I just don’t know,” or most often,
something like: “You see, Fanny had this great idea that we should have a Steely Dan song
here–– you know, just really seventies, really popular back then. I think it fits what I’m going
for.”
Jack played Orpheus and a girl named Eurydice played Eurydice. Jack fell in love with Eurydice
in real life.
Legend has it that Tex Owens wrote “The Cattle Call” while hanging out in his Kansas City
apartment on a snowy night in 1934. What legend forgot, however, was that he lifted the
melody and harmony of Polish folk song “Pawel walc” or “Paul’s Waltz” to give it cowboy
flavor.

Streets Of Laredo
Go fetch me some water, a cool cup of water/ To cool my parched lips, then the poor cowboy
said/ Before I returned, his spirit had left him/ Had gone to his maker, the cowboy was dead.
Once in a while, when these cowboys arrived in a town and got paid, they would have a night
out. This often included a saloon, some liquor, a few more men than usual, and maybe a poker
game. Rarely would there have been women, and even more seldom, a quick draw.
By April, my friend Daniel was playing video games and smoking weed most of the day, before
taking adderall and trying to get all of his work done at night, failing miserably, procrastinating
with weed and other pills and video games, and then falling asleep at seven in the morning and
missing classes.
The game he played obsessively was “Red Dead Redemption.”
The game follows the narrative of a main bounty hunter cowboy character, and lasts for over
seventy productive hours before you “beat” it. You can go “off the trail” at any time, to just hang
out on horseback and bask in the virtual scenery.
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I was thirteen when the game came out. Jack and I used all of our savings to buy it. We would
take the train downtown and play at his house everyday after school, and on weekends.
Others often asked if Jack and I were twins, as we both had brown hair and hunched shoulders,
and similar patterns of speech. He had a soft, inviting face, and was protective of his friends.
I felt a jolt every time I pressed a button and mounted my horse, or swung the lasso. The towns
felt magical. The open space beyond them appeared endless.
Jack would go to the town saloon and get drunk. Then he would try to find people to get in bar
fights with. After he died, I would take the controller and saddle up, before doing target practice
with all my guns. We alternated like this for hours: drinking, riding, and shooting.
Eventually, I forgot the game had a narrative. We only played off the trail.
Once we logged eight hours in a single session, going in circles.
I said: “Want to play something else? I kinda feel like stopping now.”
“Soon. But not until I finally get these bastards to play poker with my drunk ass,” Jack told me.
Now it was Daniel, holed up in his dorm room, who had been at “Red Dead” for weeks, and
there were no signs of his addiction letting up.
“I don’t know. I’m just not doing well, you know. Not doing much. I don’t know. Maybe, maybe,
maybe just school isn’t cut out for me, you know? Maybe I’m meant to be doing something
else.”
His face looked bony and he had lost muscle mass in his legs. His blue-light glasses functioned
as a barrier to block his eyes from being seen.
“Oh. My mom made this for me after my dad died. A little guidebook on how to manage things
that come up and how to stay strong in the world. You wanna see?”
“Oh, yeah, thank you. Wow.”
He flipped from page to page as I looked.
Mental (Strength) Training:
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Brisk walk within an hour of waking up.
Bone broth and probiotic for stomach at noon.
Go to woods for a run at least four times a week, on an incline ideally!
No meat or milk ever! You’re not gonna get taller by eating meat or getting your stomach upset
(also, this is a good suggestion if you don’t want to get chubby again!)
Try to see friends for recreation: I know you love baseball, but something aerobic please, like
squash.
Make sure to stick to a schedule and get up at the same time every morning, Danny Baby! And
no hard stuff! You know your father would have wanted that for you.
It seemed as though he only exercised in the game, where he not only had to stay fit to survive,
but also, was able to kill other men he disliked for money.
I was relieved for him when he was set free from school at the end of the year, bound only for
the wilderness of grief.
★
Henry McCarty, later known as “Billy The Kid”, was a neurasthenic convert. Born on New
York’s Lower East Side, his consumptive mother was told to go west to be healed by its dry air.
Left alone, he learned Spanish, mingled with Mexicans, and was popular among ranchers. Billy’s
last words, before he was betrayed and shot dead by Pat Garrett, Lincoln County sheriff, were in
Spanish: “quien es?,” or “who is it?” An honest cry for clarity, for help–– to a man who was his
friend.
The summer after he left college, I met up with Daniel again on a bench outside Chelsea Market.
Although we loved each other, our interactions of late lasted thirty to forty-five minutes on
average. Too much unwanted resentment boiled after that.
Daniel pulled a three-inch cylinder out of the side pocket. Playfully, he threw it straight above
him, high enough that I bent my neck to watch it rise, and caught it with his right hand. He held
it in between his right thumb and pointer finger, and then stroked its side for an extended
moment.
“What is that, a bullet?”
“Yes sir. A live round. Baba gave it to me.”
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“Why are you parading that around? Oh my god, Daniel.”
He smiled with teeth.
“Isn’t it sick?”
I wondered if a shooter ever took the time to consider the inner-workings of their guns–– if they
thought of it as a tool, or as an extension of their body.
Daniel was a tiny child who needed growth hormones to grow to a normal height. This would
account for his wide-set pecs, forearms, and feet as a young adult, though he stood five foot three
inches tall.
“I need to start turning heads somehow.”
★
My last name derives from the Gaelic Marcaigh, meaning rider, horseman, or jockey.
“Streets of Laredo” is a cowboy-themed version of old Irish ballad “The Unfortunate Lad.”
The premise is the same in both tunes: a young man is sick, and laments his upcoming death.
The lad dies of a “disease of the heart.” In western versions, his venereal disease becomes a
gunshot wound to the heart. He asks for a cool cup of water. Before he can drink, he dies.
Years later, on a bus trip west to evade heartbreak:
The driver barked: “Don’t intimidate me!”
A boy passenger muttered: “He can’t even drive.”
The driver replied: “I want corroboration!”
I just wanted to get to Vegas on time.
There was only one guy on the bus who looked like a real cowboy, Ricky. He wore a brown
cowboy hat, a button-up shirt, wide cut jeans, and brown leather cowboy boots with angular
embroidery. He had a short black crew cut and a thin black goatee, and a rugged, sun-beaten
face. Ana, his sister, had curly black hair, and was wearing a gray sweatshirt and black
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sweatpants. We were the only three people who looked under forty outside the Oklahoma City
bus station.
I pointed to Ricky’s feet. “I like your boots.”
He cracked a slight smile: “Thanks. They’re dirty.”
I said: “Did you see that person who just walked inside?”
“He was sitting across from us earlier. He was acting odd.” Ricky said.
“Yeah, they just came and sat next to me and were rubbing up against me.”
“He kept complaining about how the guy he was sitting with was too fat.”
“Ooh, no. We don’t like weird people,” Ana said.
“Where are you guys from?”
Ana said: “Falfurrias. Near Corpus Christi.”
Corpus Christi registered. I responded: “Texas?”
Ricky asked: “You’re not from around these parts?”
“No, I’m from the east coast, from New York City. Are you guys in college?”
Ricky replied: “No. I don’t think I’m going to. I make good money working on ranches and
welding.”
“What about you, Ana?”
“I want to someday. I want to go to agriculture school.”
“Can we sit together? I don’t want to be near that person again.”
Ricky replied: “Sit with us in back. We’ll sit around you.”
“Are you sure?”
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Ricky declared: “We’ll protect you.”
I twitched with slight worry that he might do something to her on account of her unclear gender.
Before I could fret, we sped off toward Elk City, and more cowtowns of the quickly unfolding
west.
Ricky went on about his ex: “She’s a jealous woman. She wouldn’t let me go to the store without
saying that I was looking at other women, when really, I wasn’t. She couldn’t get that out of her
mind. We were living together in my town. But now she’s back at her grandma’s place in Laredo.
She sends me videos of other guys she’s seeing. I was with another girl a few weeks ago, before I
got put on probation. I sent her a video of the whole thing. She couldn’t handle it.”
I went on about Josie, how it had all gone wrong: “Well, we were both sort of into this other girl,
but for different reasons. My ex and this girl ended up hanging out all the time, but the other girl
and I were sleeping together.”
He stopped me: “Isn’t that the ideal situation?”
I said: “Maybe under different circumstances. It was so stressful.”
Ricky said: “When I go back home, I’ll ask her to come back. I’ll drive over to her house and
say, come with me, I want you back. I would take her back in a second.”
I said: “You think that’s gonna work?”
“She’ll come back.”
Ricky said people in his town got arrested all the time for robbing the convenience store, because
there was “nothing better to do.” I couldn’t help myself but ask about guns:
“Do you shoot guns a lot?”
“Sometimes. Depends on what for.”
“Oh, interesting.”
“Some folks I know hoard their guns.”
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He pulled out his phone, and showed me a picture of a bed with four black handguns, a wad of
cash, and a ziploc bag full of weed.
“Is that yours?”
“No, it’s my friend’s house. He’s crazy.”
“I see. When do you like to shoot guns?”
“When I’m out on someone’s ranch. That’s a good place to shoot and practice. Spooks the cattle
a little bit, though.”
I envisioned all of southern Texas to be a barren desert where Ricky fired his revolver on
horseback. The hordes of fattened cattle nudged horns and ran away from him with every shot.
Ricky opened up about his parents: “They work in the fields. My mom was working at town hall
in Falfurrias after she got her papers but she hated it.”
Ana chimed in from across the aisle: “Our mom loves working in the fields, even though it pays
less. What do your parents do?”
“Um, they’re actors?”
Ana replied: “Ooh, that’s so cool. Are they on TV?”
“It’s happened before, but not usually.”
She said: “Someday I want to go to New York.”
Later, they shared a joint with a sex offender in the parking lot of the truck stop. I was staring off
into space, looking behind the gas station into the empty, dark grasslands. Ricky yelled: “Hey,
partner, you want some?”
He raised the joint above his head. I walked back in the general direction of the three of them:
“No, thank you! I’m good.” I had read pages and pages of internet literature about DEA stops on
the Greyhound. One said: “if you even smell like weed on a drug stop, the dogs will sniff you
out. You’ll be a goner.”
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Ricky offered me one of his pizzas he bought at the Shell station. I noticed he took off his hat
whenever he drank, ate, or smoked. I obliged. We touched slices as if we were clinking glasses.
Ricky said: “We used to drive people across the border all the time. I would borrow my friend’s
Silverado with enough room in the back and we would cross either down in Brownsville or near
Laredo and pick up relatives of ours or friends of our parents who couldn’t make it when they
did. It got hard because we don’t speak Spanish. And the laws got a lot stricter a few years back.
We were just kids.”
“You ever get down there anymore?”
“Where? Mexico?”
“Yeah.”
“Never. We’re all in Texas now. There’s more money there.”
After sleeping half a night in a bus seat next to my real-life cowboy bodyguard, I heard the shrill
call for Amarillo around four in the morning.
The speckled grime that lined the floors and walls of the bus station looked like
mini-constellations.
The three of us sat together on metal seats for at least half an hour, falling in and out of sleep,
one of us trying to keep lookout. The early morning news was on, which was covering an armed
bank robbery going on outside.
When I had to go, Ana said: “Next time, we’ll have to go on a trip together. Send pictures of
Vegas.”
I said: “Good luck getting home.”
Ana stood up out of her chair and gave me a tender hug. Without skipping a beat, Ricky stood
up, took his hat off, shook my hand firmly and then embraced me. He said nothing, but had a
stoic, narrow grin on his face. They waved and smiled as I left the holding area and reboarded
the bus. I was eager to wake up in New Mexico.

Lonesome Cowboy Bill
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You got to see him in the rodeo/ When he’s ridin’ goin’ too darn fast/ You got to hear the people
scream and shout/ They call him Lonesome Cowboy Bill.
In Midnight Cowboy, cowboy man Joe Buck takes the Greyhound from Texas clad in a cowboy
hat and fringed vest. He arrives at the Port Authority and tries to take New York by storm, before
losing all of his money and selling his body.
I tried to emulate his choppy, syncopated walk.
One sleepless night when I was eight, my dad took me out for a walk to calm my nerves. I had
never been out in New York at two in the morning, and what I envisioned in my brain was a
world of well-adjusted tourist adults.
We walked on 42nd from east to west, past Bryant Park, the movie theaters, and endless lights.
My dad claimed walking fast, almost running, would make me calmer faster.
All of a sudden, a shirtless man ran into the street. Cars sounded their horns at him. The man
reached towards his pocket for his wallet, and an officer drew and fired his glock. The shot was
deafening.
My dad yelled to me: “Go. Come on, let’s go, here we go. Inside, get in!”
“I don’t want to die. I don’t wan- I - I don’t wanna be like one of those kids who dies. I’m too
young. I don’t wanna be one of them.”
My dad periodically poked his head over the countertop to glance outside like a soldier peeking
out of a bunker. Silence took hold after two shots were fired. I could feel his breathing and heart
rate slow down as he lay on top of me. His cocoon was hardly comforting. People started lining
up and walking down to the basement of the pizza place, signaling there was a safer exit. We
followed, through the dregs of Times Square kitchens, and out the other side of the crime scene.
We ran all the way home.
“Lonesome Cowboy Bill” was a song on The Velvet Underground’s last album. Instead of
being about kinks or hard drugs, like their earlier songs, this one is about “bucking broncs
and sipping wine,” and “the ten-gallon girls” who watch him “yodel-ah-hee-yo.”
It may be Lou Reed’s most neurasthenic song. But he set his stage of western rejuvenation
years before, in “Heroin,” when our songwriter antihero has to “go away from the big city/
Where a man cannot be free/ Of all the evils of this town/ And of himself, and those around.”
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★
Billy The Kid became a soldier to exact vengeance on his absent family. In the war, he killed
three men, and so began his life of crime.
My dad’s mother was the child of a jíbaro, or a Puerto Rican cowboy. He had multiple teenage
wives and a farm. She worked at the town hospital, where she treated trauma victims. She
married a belligerent cop. Her extreme anxiety was an unbecoming trait in his eyes, and in a bout
of paranoia, he shot her twice, once in the left arm, and once in the abdomen, and left her for
dead on the side of the road. Her sisters nursed her back to health. Then she was sent to San
Juan, en route to the Grand Concourse, where family members awaited her.
★
The man across the aisle got on the bus in Columbus, Ohio. He boarded with a drawstring bag
and a black, uncased Washburn guitar.
There, he took out a deck of cards that said: “Strip Club Playing Cards”, and even though the
seat next to him was empty, he leaned over to my row and shuffled.
He just cut the deck, shuffled the cards, and bridged them back together about ten times. I never
saw the cards again.
Once my own ex-con seat partner had boarded, the man struck up conversation with the both of
us:
“LA, Hollywood, and San Francisco are all the same. How long is it from LA to San Francisco?”
My geography brain kicked in automatically: “About 6 hours.”
“And how long is it from Hollywood to San Francisco?”
Knowing Hollywood to be a part of greater Los Angeles, or at least akin to boroughs in New
York, I gave him the benefit of the doubt in an approximation: “About five and a half hours, I
think?”
He nodded.
“Do they have the Chinese buses in LA? They have a Chinatown. There must be Chinese buses.”
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“Oh yeah, the Chinese buses. They must have them over there. I’m from New York. I know they
have them in New York.”
“Wow, wow, wow. I used to live in Boston. When I was in Boston, I took the Chinese buses
down to New York. It was like 15 dollars. But I’m telling you, LA, Tinseltown, and San
Francisco are all the same thing now.”

Waitin' Around To Die
Sometimes I don’t know where this dirty road is taking me/ Sometimes I don’t even know the
reason why/ So I guess I’ll keep gamblin’ lots of booze and lots of ramblin’/ It’s easier than just
waitin’ around to die.
Earlier in the trip, a woman in a wig wearing messy lipstick had come over to sit with me, and
she smelled like sweat and gin. Everyone I talked to on the bus said she was “a dude.” My liberal
education knew better. She wore her sneakers like flip flops, pressing down the ends.
“You don’t need to know that baby. Much older than you.”
“Where do you go to school?”
“A college in New York.”
“That’s lovely, baby.”
“Where did you go?”
“All sorts of places. I didn’t finish college.”
“Where are you headed? LA?”
“Yeah. What about you?”
“Flagstaff.”
“What are you doing there?”
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She rubbed her butt up and down my thigh under the arm rest. I could hear her intermittent
cackling over my earbuds.
She broke the silence: “What are your dreams?”
“Uhh. I don’t know.”
“Come on, you’re young. You must have dreams.”
I snapped, carefully: “I don’t want to talk about this. And would you mind not touching me.”
“You’re gonna have to wait.”
Never again, I thought to myself, never again. The promise of traveling further west, on a
straight line, kept me alive.
John Prine came to mind: Tryin’ to hide my sorrow from the people I meet/ and get along with it
all/ where the people say y’all/ sing a song with a friend/ change the shape that I’m in.
★
I met Josie because she and Tex were in an upper level film seminar on Westerns together. Tex
had conned his way in by wearing a cowboy hat to the first class and showing the professor his
collection of nineteenth-century spurs in office hours.
She wore little green shoes and had big green eyes. I was transfixed. I thought to myself: “I don’t
know what this means, but this person is the kind of person I’ve been looking for. She’s what I
imagined college students would look like.” Josie seemed to have materialized from my anxious
imagination.
Josie was a moving target for Tex. For me, however, I was caught. We didn’t shake hands when
we met. We just waved.
“This semester, I’m doing my own thing. It doesn’t matter what other people think. I’m excited.”
★
One day Tex and I were sitting in a gazebo near the river listening to music. We often passed the
time there on weekdays after classes ended at 5:30, beers in hand, baking in the early fall heat.
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He had been going after her for a split second, but had rather quickly shifted gears.
“I kinda like Josie.”
“Huh.”
I couldn’t determine his tone. He seemed both surprised and disappointed.
“Yeah, I kinda like her.”
“Really. I didn’t realize that.”
I was good at keeping secrets.
Josie and I used to call it our “kissing and talking” phase. That phase would surely end soon, and
it would complicate my priorities and Tex’s code, which he passively assumed I was all in on.
“You might not like to hear this, but I can only date beautiful women. That might be
controversial, but it’s true. Other women can be friends, maybe. But I can only date beautiful
women.”
I didn’t know how to respond. It ate at our connection.
★
Some cattle had to be slaughtered for the cowboys to survive. The cook carried the food for the
traveling party in a chuck wagon. In spite of the name however, the wagon mainly consisted of
nonperishables. If the men or the cattle were not fed, the whole operation would go to shit.
On special occasions, with a good fire, the cook would broil steaks over the open flame, under
the stars.
Weeks earlier, I was in Tex’s room, having a pleasant enough time, even though it was full of
stale air. I sat inches away from filthy, cup-noodle stained sheets and empty cans of baked beans.
“Can I play you a song?”
“Yeah, of course.”
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“Okay cool. Don’t judge me.”
“Why would I judge you?”
“I don’t know. You play the whole de-duh-de-de-deh thing and I can’t do that.”
Tex grinned, and it felt like he was hiding something.
“Just because you can’t do that, doesn’t mean you can’t play, come on, so many great players just
played rhythm and banged out chords. Just play cowboy chords. That’s all I know how to do
anyway.”
I loved that song, in secret. I sang it daily in my room, wrote my own adapted lyrics, where I
turned the spurned, wine-drunk, codeine-addicted outlaw into myself:
One time friends I had a ma
I even had a pa
He was bothered and tired
Cause she cried
Told her to take care of me
Headed towards a poison tree
It’s easier than just
Waitin’ around to die
I made sure not to sing the adapted version when my friends were around, for fear of
embarrassment. But Tex was shameless in his desire to evoke lonesome cowboy nights.
He was barely able to produce enough breath to speak the words, let alone sing them. Tex’s
alleged inability to sit upright (which he attributed to scoliosis, but I knew was plain old laziness)
and two-pack a day cigarette habit made it near impossible to express himself with any kind of
beauty. But that wasn’t what he was after, nor was it what I was after.
Dirty, low-down men could make a good living telling spare, one-sided tales of “gamblin,”
“ramblin” and a “Tuscaloosa bar.” Our mutual attraction to the singing cowboy came up strong
whenever I passed the time in Tex’s shit hole of a room. It hung in the dankness of the moment,
inside our musical shrine of masculine worship.
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Tex went on with the song, chugging his way through the choruses. He forgot the verse about the
“posse” and “Muskogee,” and went right on to the “best friend codeine” ending, the ultimate
piece of stylized masculinity.
“I just think you’re on track- you know- uhh-yeah. Just keep on doing your thing.”
“Oh. So you didn’t like it.”
“I did not say that! All I was saying was keep going. I didn’t say that I didn’t like it. You’re on
the right track.. No.. you’re on the trail!”
★
He was losing weight like crazy. He claimed it was from running multiple hours a day.
While the broccoli was in the oven, my dad exercised: pacing up and down my narrow hallway
of a kitchen, panting.
He then dumped the pan in the sink, and rinsed it with water. Instead of washing the dish, which
he claimed he would do in the morning on account of extreme tiredness, he let the faucet run for
a moment, and left the room.
When I was younger, I would take pictures of my dad when I caught him in moments that made
me sad. I made a compilation of “Big Daddy 2016-2018” on my phone, which captured flashes
of him eating inedible dinners like turkey leek pasta, a chicken, and what he claimed to be most
delicious, tilapia, straining to do push ups, watching football and saying “go football guy” to the
TV, singing Elvis covers and tunes from my elementary school choir that he never forgot–– all
the while making scrunchy faces.
★
Tex’s dad was different. Harlan lived in a tiny studio apartment on the Bowery. He devoted one
of the four walls to a long shelf of obscure forty-five records, and the opposite wall, with a
defunct fireplace and mantelpiece, shells from the Mexican-American, Spanish-American, and
first World War. He was a fifty-five-year old sanitation worker with dreams of being an artist.
“I spent my childhood huddled around the radio. My dad knew all the good stations, KPRC,
KVOO for regional stuff, where Tex Ritter and Gene Autry did their thing, and the border
blasters always, from Acuña and Laredo and all that. My dad used to run one of those stations
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when we lived down in Texas, and he knew all the ins and outs, and how to get the signals
wherever we were at.”
I learned quite a bit about Daniel observing these exchanges: about how his own father
overdosed on a mixture of a speedball shot and pills, was an inch shorter than him, hated the
government, yet funded the Cheyenne Frontier Days for the last five years of his life, and had a
star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.
“Hey Daniel. Jude you too. If you guys want to start looking like these singers and actors you’re
interested in, like your dad, Daniel, get yourself a pair of good Lucchese boots. I just got Tex a
pair for his birthday. It’ll give you an extra boost. And a man always needs good shoes and a
good bed to be successful in this life.”
Although he was middle-aged, his desire to be young made him at once a friend and a wise man.
And for all his talking, he heard us. From then on, boots were mandatory.
★
Mitchell often traveled to the Great Lakes and the backcountry of New York State for fishing
expeditions and the company of rough men. –– Alison Neuwirth
Men who want to be cowboys can’t speak up when they are hurting. They must fight, even
virtually, until landing at a more favorable outcome.
“Okay let’s keep going. Harlan, next one?”
“Are you sure, Daniel?”
Harlan swallowed away a twinge of empathy, and set aside his caring impulse to give Daniel his
chance of redemption.
“Yeah, come on, let’s fuckin’ do it.”
“Well, all right. Here we go. Stagecoach.”
“Easy. John Ford, 39.”
“Nice. The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.”
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“Leone, 66, easy.”
“Again, well done.”
“Okay, last one now. Then I gotta call it. Riders Of The Purple Sage?”
“Oh, that’s a good one. I have to think about that for a second… I think that was 1919? And the
director was… Tom Mix?”
“1925, and Lynn Reynolds was the director. Tom Mix was in it, though. Well done Daniel. Good
night, guys.”
He sat down on a log, lit up a lucky strike, and faced the summer moon.
He pulled out a card-shaped flask, and took a long sip.
The distant swells of the Atlantic had transformed into the blue shadows of the prairie.
All we could do was watch and dream.
“That last one was a total guess.”
Tex chimed in, without altering his wide-eyed gaze out the window: “That’s okay. I don’t think
any of us will ever be quite like him.”
I replied: “Not quite. He’s something else.”
Daniel then broke all of us: “I love you guys.”
Without hesitation, Tex and I whispered, at the same time: “Love you too.”
★
It was August. I had just gone from the Atlantic to the Pacific and back again in 12 days. I had
been through badlands and mountain ranges, valleys and canyons, deserts, rivers, and oceans. I
had been through fifty towns and cities and fourteen states. I had seen antelope prancing through
grassy mounds with their antlers touching the open sky. And I had witnessed thousands of heads
of cattle in configurations of home, beaming in the soft glow of dusk.
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He hadn’t called me “buddy” or “Judey” in a long time. The magician inside of him was trying to
make time stand still.
I told him bits and pieces about my trip. I thanked him for supporting me with a few hundred
dollars, though I felt guilty for taking it.
“We passed through Santa Fe at night. I thought of you and Gene Hackman.”
“You know I have a thing about New Mexeeco right?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“I’ve always said that I wanted to just go spend time out there and live in the desert. I think I
might really like it.”
★
Though Townes Van Zandt’s writing of “Waitin’ Around To Die” has a disputed history––
some claiming he wrote it in a bar while drinking beer after talking to a sad old man, and
others claiming he wrote it in his Houston walk-in closet, where he spent hours at a time
working, the most telling anecdote is perhaps that of Fran Petters, his first wife. She claimed
that he wrote it shortly after they married in the mid-1960s: “I was twenty years old– a
newlywed– and ‘Waitin’ Around To Die’ wasn’t exactly… I was expecting a love ballad or
something.”
Even during our best times, long before the bus trip, Josie, like me, struggled with anxiety. Once
we started dating seriously we often used to compare notes from our therapists, and see how they
differed in thinking about our relationship. One time, we did this while sitting on her tall, queen
sized bed, before dinnertime:
“Did Chris say that he thought us sleeping in the same bed like most nights a week was bad?”
“Um, he sort of did. He kind of just urged balance, you know.”
“Yeah that makes sense to me. Cora told me that we should probably be rethinking how we
spend our nights together.”
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I started to feel tension in my chest. My breathing and heart rate started to speed up.
“But do you want to do that?”
She got a little red in the face: “I don’t know. It’s probably a good idea.”
Josie was using her logical brain, but she almost gave into her anxious need for warmth. I put my
arm around her waist and she put her head on my shoulder. She began to cry a little, and so did I:
“I love you so much little guy. Come sleep in my bed every night. It’s almost winter break and
then we won’t see each other for a while, and that’s gonna be so tough.”
★
Afterwards I recalled my last conversation with Tex before he dropped out of school.
He said: “I want to go to Europe.”
I said: “Oh nice, where in?”
“Spain, probably. And then go down to Morocco. Daniel might learn some Spanish, and I might
learn some French.”
“You know I’ve been to Spain before. It’s beautiful.”
“No way.”
I had told him stories of this trip more times than I could remember. Months earlier he had
expressed how he wanted to go on a Europe trip with me over the summer. I had no part in his
new fantasy. I started to see a straight line between Don Quixote and John Wayne.
“But cool. And you guys are gonna go together?”
“Yeah, I think a boys trip.”
This conversation was unsatisfying. Instead, this is the talk I wished to have. More stylized, like
a Hollywood moment of emotional release, with an orchestral score behind it:
“Hopefully the dream ain’t dead.”
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“It’s not, Jude, I promise. We’re going places. You and me. And I’m footing the bill. Enough of
this shit.”
“Damn. Thanks Tex. You’re the man.”
“No, you are.”
He would have then stretched out his bony arm to me in a side hug–– the most affectionate boys
ever get, even in their dreams, and we would have been off, to the next place, the next outing, the
next layer of comfort–– letting go of our anxieties forever.

Red River Valley
Come and sit by my side if you love me/ Do not hasten to bid me adieu/ Just remember the Red
River Valley/ And the girl who loved you so true.
My mom texted me and said “we need to have a family meeting tonight.”
“Wait, you’ve been going to therapy?”
My mom always talked negatively about therapy. She claimed she was healthy and not a bad
person so she didn’t need it.
My dad continued her statement, devoid of external feeling: “It looks like we’re gonna try a trial
separation.”
“Well, I’m gonna have to make a budget. And we’re all gonna have to stick to that, OK, fellas?”
I jumped in: “That’s really stressful. Are you sure this isn’t gonna affect us?”
My dad came back: “No, Jude, it’s not.”
I retorted without looking into his eyes: “I don’t really believe that. Sounds really bad.”
My mom cut me off: “I am going to make a budget. Will you listen to me, please? It will be OK.
But also, Jude. I just want to make sure that you know that we’re both open to any questions you
might have.”
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“When are you moving out dad?”
“I don’t know. Maybe by the new year?”
“That’s soon.”
I turned to my mom: “That’s not an answer.”
My mom pleaded: “Please, Jude, I’m trying?”
“Okay whatever.”
This was my whole world.
They made it all sound so temporary, but I knew it wasn’t. It sounded like my dad was going to
jail the way he put it, after I asked him how much stuff he was taking to his new place: “Just
some things, you know. Some clothes.”
Jack and Josie had separately urged me to get the real story, for the sake of my “sanity.”
“Okay. So what’s the actual deal here? No surprise obviously cause shit has been bad for a long
time, but you guys didn’t really give a reason for why you’re breaking up. That’s what I want to
know.”
My mom’s eyes began to well as she turned to face me: “Well, Jude, I was trying. It was v-very
hard. Very hard. We were in therapy for months and nothing really could change. Our therapist
asked dad to make a chart of how much of his attention and effort was going towards work, his
parents, and me. And he said fifty percent was work, forty-nine percent was parents, and one
percent was me. And I deserve b-b-better than one percent!”
“Obviously.”
My dad was silent. Instead of his usual manspread, he had his hands on his thighs, as if he were
meditating. His face was hangdog and numb. I turned sharply towards him: “So Dad, I just gotta
ask. What’s the deal with Fanny? There’s always been something sketchy there, but I can’t help
but feel like she’s related to you guys breaking up. I mean you were at least having an emotional
affair.”
“No, Jude, no! That’s not happening. That was never happening.”
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I felt my shoulders become bound.
“But what was it?”
“Nothing.”
“I just don’t believe that. I’m not a fucking idiot. You might think that I am but I’m not a fucking
idiot. I was around your shit all the time, at such a young age.”
He bowed his head: “I don’t think you’re a fucking idiot, Jude. Why would I think that?”
“Fellas, if I may?”
“Did you talk about Fanny in therapy?”
In jagged unison, they responded: “Yes.”
“Okay, well what came up?”
My dad continued his ghosting. My mom was crying her eyes out at this point, again: “W-w-well
it was a really h-h-hard part of the conversation. Of the therapy. I kept asking and asking your
father what his relationship with Fanny was and he kept saying ‘I don’t know, we just work
together!’ and I asked if he was gonna stop working on the Orpheus Production Company with
her outside of the school which was supposed to fund your college but ends up losing money
every year and he refused. So I was at a loss. And I said will you please end that so that we can
fix our marriage and our life? And he refused. He wouldn’t do it.”
“So you won’t stop working with Fanny, dad? Which we all know is not working?”
He looked as if he had been punched in the face: “No.”
“Well, I’m sorry that you’ve been treated this way, mom. That’s awful. But at least I know a little
more about the actual situation now.”
Two days later, Jack told me that he had seen Fanny and my dad making out on the platform of
the 42nd Street station at midnight on a Saturday when we were in high school.
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“I’ve been living with it for years. And I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you. I felt like I wouldn’t
have been a good friend to you if I had told you then. I was trying to protect you.”
I agreed with him. I had no feeling.
★
When I got back to college for the spring semester, I was recording a version of “The Cattle
Call.” I wanted it to have haunting vocals.
I went up to Eurydice in the campus cafe one day, as she was sitting alone, reading:
“Hey, Eurydice. I wanted to ask––”
“Hey, Jude! How are you?”
She stood up and hugged me.
“Good, good. Listen, as you probably remember I mentioned I’m recording all those songs I was
working on back in freshman year?”
“Oh yeah. All that folky stuff. Love it. Like the one you wrote for Orpheus.”
“Yeah, exactly. I was wondering if you wanted to contribute some background vocals someday
soon. We’re recording in the on-campus studio.”
“Oh my god, I’d be honored!”
I smiled, bent my head a little, and inched closer to her face.
“Great. I’ll send you the session details soon. Be on the lookout for an email from me.”
“I sure will!”
I began to walk away. She sat back down, and reopened her book. I looked back, and she
radiated.
She fit right into the studio world, more than I did, dressed in a vintage light blue blouse, cuffed
corduroys, and cowboy boots. I have a picture from that day of my producer friend and her,
working on the part, right up against the microphone, laughing.
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“Hey, do you think you can do it again, and put less on? Like really, just sing the notes. No
ornamentation, just your voice. Like can you forget all of your training for a second?”
“Okay, sir, I’ll try!”
“Thanks.”
The last take was the one we ended up using. Just enough flavor. I listened to it over and over
again in the following weeks, trying to remember the pounding in my chest, and the promise of
teenage revival.
They took my saddle in Houston/ broke my leg in Santa Fe/ lost my wife and a girlfriend/
somewhere along the way.
–– Terry Stafford
Cabezón also means ‘stubborn,’ and again the West’s most venerable ghost acquired a
Spanish-speaking defender. He owns property in Cabezón, and he is armed… as one visitor
found, [He] tells you of the livelier days in Cabezón; of the spirited cowboy, who when feeling
his liquor would ride his horse right into the bars and dance halls, and who once rode into a
schoolhouse and roped the teacher. –– William Carter
My dad spoke no Spanish, but he used two commands that I never heard him say in English:
“siéntate,” or “sit down,” to an informal “you,” often referring to me, and “dame” or “dame eso,”
meaning “give me,” or “give me that,” often referring to dogs to “give [him] the paw,” or for me
to hand him something. The other phrase, not necessarily a command, that he would say was:
“tranquilo,” or “calm down.”
★
As the semester progressed, I continued to be a broken man. I went through the motions of my
classes, and threw myself into phone calls. I was a part time student, part time detective, and part
time boyfriend. Josie asked for more and more of my attention.
She would say: “Jude. It feels like you’re not having any feelings about the your dad situation.
It’s okay to cry, you know?”
I didn’t have any feelings. I couldn’t access any of them. I would try to make myself cry a little
to make her feel like I had a healthy relationship to my emotions. But it was a performance,
always. And that made me resent her. She didn’t get it. She felt her feelings.
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I felt most at home while exercising. I would go for runs late at night in sub-freezing
temperatures. I would go out without a winter jacket to “feel the cold air.”
Well, he will be here among us always, invisible, waiting his chance to live and play as he would
like. His wild kind has been among us always, since the beginning: a young man with his
temptations, a hero without wings. — Owen Wister
★
I went over to her house, and when I arrived, she was making dinner for us: black bean chili. Of
the few things my father ever cooked, this was one of them. I hid this fact from Josie.
“Thanks, Jose.”
“So, how was your day, little guy?”
I shriveled slightly when she called me this. Never had I before.
“It was… uh… good!”
“Yeah? That doesn’t sound so enthusiastic. Didn’t you have your recording session with
Eurydice today?”
“Oh, yeah. I told you about that?”
“She texted me about it earlier.”
“Oh.”
She studied me, looking for any signs of me breaking. In that moment I felt like Josie and my
eyes were connected by strings, and the life in her gaze was pulling my eyes out of their sockets.
A kind of invisible torture.
“You’re Jude, you always have so much to say about everything. And you have such a nice little
way of saying it. Tell me about the session.”
“It was good. We got all the parts I wanted to get. The song is coming along.”
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Later that night, in bed:
“You know, it’s okay if you have feelings for Eurydice.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Well I kinda do.”
“That’s okay with me.”
We snuggled up a little closer. I could hear her breathing over my ear.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah, not a problem.”
“I know I… I know I maybe don’t have the platform or the legitimacy to say this.”
“What? It’s okay, what?”
“It was kind of triggering earlier when you said Eurydice texted you.”
Josie replied in an alarmed tone: “What do you mean?”
She leaned over me and turned the light back on. She sat up. My words were stuck in my mouth.
I couldn’t speak.
“Why was it triggering?”
“I don… I d-don’t know. I think it just seems like you’re spending so much of your time fixated
on her.”
“Well, I could easily say the same thing about you.”
“But we don’t spend that much time together. You two are constantly seeing each other.”
“So you feel like I’m being just like your dad?” she hyperventilated.
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“It feels like there’s intimacy between you and Eurydice that you’re not letting on. It feels like I
don’t know the full story between you guys.”
“I just said there were vibes between us, but that’s it!”
“Vibes? I don’t know what that fucking means. Speak to me in plain English, please.”
“We just have chemistry, I don’t know, okay? Can you not address me like that? That’s so rude.”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
I squeezed her foot. She said: “Yeah. Nothing. Literally nothing. There was just a moment where
we both acknowledged that we thought each other were attractive after we touched each other
and felt something. But it’s nothing! I’m not fucking doing anything about it. I’m right here. It’s
just an attraction. Can you handle that?”
I was silent for a while.“Yeah, okay.”
Disaster was averted by Josie’s roommate coming home, entering her room, and chatting with us
as though nothing were happening. I remember tossing coins as Josie’s roommate blabbed about
her day, thinking, “it’s up to chance now, whatever happens or doesn’t happen.”
★
The next weekend, on a whim, I invited Eurydice over to my house. Josie had encouraged me to
“go for it” as she had long been “interested in open relationships.” I had never been interested in
them, but I was on a mission.
“I’m just worried a little bit. About what Jack might think, even if it’s okay with Josie. Even
though he said he was okay with it.”
I chose Eurydice. Though she didn’t love me, and aside from my mysterious infatuation, I didn’t
love her.
As Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys sing: You can change the name of an old song, rearrange it
and make it swing/ I thought nothing could stop me from loving you but time changes everything.
★
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The night Josie and I broke up, it was rather innocuous. I had been emphasizing the open
relationship, trying to induce apathy in order to make a split easier, and casting Josie as a source
of betrayal, a more receptive vessel than my dad.
We both had our legs straight out, the outsides of our thighs barely touching.
“But I’ll do anything to not lose you. I’ve been doing anything to not lose you.”
“Yeah, I know. I don’t think it’s like that though. This is what happens. People split up. And I
can’t get married, and I can’t pretend like I’m married or have that kind of responsibility, because
I’m twenty. I’m trying to look after us. And look after you. And this is not working. I’m saying
this, I don’t think I’m giving you what you need right now.”
The floodgates of tears opened. I handed her a tissue.
“I know, you’re probably right, you know? I just don’t want it. And I don’t want you to leave
like that.”
“What else do you want me to do?”
“Stay.”
“I can’t.”
I put my boots on. She blew her nose into the tissue. I felt tender in my throat.
“I’m so angry, but I don’t want you to leave.”
“I know, I know. But this is right. I have to.”
I turned around. Her face frozen in a contortion of grief.
“I know.”
“Take care, Josie, okay?” I squeezed her shoulder.
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After slamming the door shut, I moved at a pace from Josie’s house, not looking back. The
pebbles on the road crunched with every footfall of my boots. Relief flooded my lungs as I
inhaled the cold night air. I exhaled sadness.
I heard through mutual friends that Eurydice slept in bed with Josie for several nights after we
broke up.
I lightly envisioned a future with both Josie and Eurydice. But it was over: “I just can’t keep
doing what we’ve been doing. It’s a totally different situation now.”
I imagined what they talked about, if they held each other in bed, how they did. I saw their heads
on the pillows where Josie and I used to make love, lips inches away from each other, charged
with tension.
Though a cowboy standard about lost love, it is little acknowledged that “Red River Valley”
was written by an indigenous woman in Canada.
The original refrain: “Come and sit by my side if you love me/ Do not hasten to bid me adieu/
but remember the Red River Valley/ and the girl who loved you so true.”
The cowboy refrain: “Come and sit by my side if you love me/ Do not hasten to bid me adieu/
but remember the Red River Valley/ and the cowboy who loved you so true.”
★
In the days ensuing, I bawled my eyes out over the phone with my mom. I hadn’t cried in
months.
She advised me: “Jude, I’m so sorry. This is gonna be really hard for a bit. But I know you’re
gonna be okay. And this has been a long time coming. You haven’t been happy for a while.”
“I know mom, but it’s so hard. It’s so d-d-different.”
“Trust me, I know. Think about me and dad.”
“Okay, yeah, I know, but this is different. I wasn’t married. Even if it felt like it at times.”
“Yes, you’re right.”
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“Yeah, just two totally different things.”
“Okay fine, yes.”
★
Two days after I hung up with my mom, I got the news.
Though she had survived gunshots and electroshock therapy, my grandma’s dementia led her to
fall down the stairs and break her neck. Her home care aide found her next to the washing
machine, bruised and unconscious.
The mortician unveiled my grandma’s body and my dad talked to her. He prayed in Sanskrit over
her: “Om Namah Shivayah” fifty times. My mom drove him back home.
“I know he’s not okay, even if he says he is. But he doesn’t want me. There’s only so much I can
do.”
“Why do you have to drive him everywhere when he chooses to do this to himself?”
“I know you’re disappointed. I don’t know. I’m working on it. I felt it was my duty. He’s still my
husband.”
In the days following, there was talk of a trip to Puerto Rico, to scatter my grandma’s ashes, in “a
river or something.”
Though I was angry, enough time had passed for me to have started missing him like crazy.
“Well, that drive is really treacherous.”
Knowing he had never been to Jayuya, I said: “Have you driven it before?”
“No, but, it’s very dangerous and mountainous, a lot of sharp curves.”
“Okay,” I replied. I thought to myself: “how do you know this?” I followed up: “What about
going to Ponce? That’s closer.”
“It’s way more expensive than going to San Juan. Ponce is more obscure.”
“Oh, okay, I didn’t know that.”
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“Well, okay, Jude. Thanks for looking, buddy.”
His voice was tinged with odd pity.
“Okay. Bye, dad.”
My father's spirit in arms! all is not well;
I doubt some foul play: would the night were come!
Till then sit still, my soul: foul deeds will rise,
Though all the earth o'erwhelm them, to men's eyes. (Hamlet, 1.2.254)
★
A man with eyes like a bird approached me outside the Las Vegas bus station.
“Do you know how to get to South Point?”
“No, is that a place around here?”
“Yeah I think so. Do you know how to get there?”
“I’m sorry man, I don’t. I’ve never been to Vegas before. But you’re going to South Point?”
“They say they’ve got a job for me there.”
“So you’re moving here full time?”
“Yes sir. You seem to know where you’re going.”
“Oh, thank you. Well, I hope you find where you’re going.”
“You’ve got real direction.”
I waved and grinned at him. I took off at a pace towards this new metropolis.

